An event-related potential study of contextual modifications in a face recognition task.
Event-related potentials (ERP) were recorded during a task involving the short-term recognition of unfamiliar faces. The purpose was to study the effects of changing the intrinsic context (facial expression) and/or the extrinsic context (background) between the encoding and recognition of a face. The new face caused an increase in the parietal N170 amplitude, but this component was not affected by contextual modifications. In contrast, the frontal N200 was very sensitive to context changes. There was also a well-defined, late parietal component modulated by the processing of information relevant to the face recognition decision. This late positive component reached its amplitude peak when the decision criterion was the strictest. The results obtain showed that ERP can be modulated by these context variations even though they are irrelevant to the task at hand.